










S: 


Wa 





oun 
SER ESERE 

































































want Paul to be late to his class. Mrs. Maaargh 
wouldn’t like that.” 

Mrs. Who? I wondered. 

Mr. Klane held the door open. The girls led the 
way down the hall. He followed us the whole way, 
whistling a tune to himself. 

The girls didn’t say a word. 

We walked past the front entrance and then into 
the brightly colored classroom wing. Kids with 
backpacks were hurrying into rooms. 

I suddenly started to laugh. I finally realized 
what Molly and Celeste were doing. They were 
playing a little “welcome” joke on the new kid. 

Mr. Klane had warned me to watch out. He’d 
said the old-timers like to play tricks on newcom- 
ers. 

Wow, they really fooled me! I thought. They re- 
ally had me scared for a moment. 

I could see them both staring at me as we 
walked. They wondered why I was laughing. I 
didn’t say a word. I’m not as dumb as I look, I de- 
cided. 

We stepped into a classroom. Room 333. At first, 
I thought we were late. I thought class had al- 
ready begun, because it was so silent in the room. 

But I didn’t see a teacher at the front of the 
room. 

I saw several kids with their heads buried in 
books, reading intently. Two kids leaned over their 
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quickly, hoping that Brad and the girls hadn’t 
heard my gasp. I felt so embarrassed that I’d been 
fooled. 

The dummy had a sign attached to its waist. It 
read: HANG AROUND FOR THE TALENT SHOW, FRI- 
DAY, NOVEMBER 18. 

Brad saw me staring at it. “What’s your talent, 
Paul?” he asked. 

“Talent? Uh... I don’t really have one,” I con- 
fessed. 

All three of them stared at me. “No talent?” 
Molly cried, pushing back her black bangs. “You 
can’t be admitted to Caring without a talent.” 

I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t want to tell 
them that my dad had called a few people to get 
me in. “What’s your talent?” I asked Molly, to 
make them stop staring at me. 

Molly frowned. “Well, I have a little problem. I 
play the violin. And so does Brad.” 

“That’s a problem?” I asked. 

She nodded solemnly. “Mrs. Maaargh says only 
one violinist per show. Brad and I have to audi- 
tion. The winner gets to be in the show. The loser 
has to find another talent.” 

“Don’t worry about it,” Brad assured Molly. 
“You're so much better than me. You'll win easily.” 

Molly let out a little ery. “I wish we both could 
win, Brad. I — I'm so frightened.” 

“Hey, it’s just a show,” I cut in. “Right?” 
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No laughs. No cheers. Brad, Molly, and Celeste 
gaped at me, eyes wide, faces frozen in horror. 

What is their problem? I wondered. This is 

funny! 

I did a wild spin. “OOOPS!” The dummy slid 
from my hands. 

I grabbed for it. Tripped over it. And stumbled 
to the floor on top of it. 

The room remained totally silent. 

I raised my head. Started to roll off the dummy. 

But I stopped when I saw a massive figure fill- 
ing the doorway. 

Mrs. Maaargh! 

On top of the dummy on my hands and knees on 
the floor, I stared up at her. She wore a shiny red 
dress. She was so wide, she blocked all the light 
from the hall. 

She narrowed watery brown eyes at me. And 
growled, “You must be Paul.” 

I could see everyone staring at me now. Even 
the kids who'd been pounding away on laptops had 
raised their heads to watch me. 

I picked myself up from the floor. “Sorry,” I 
muttered. I bent to pick up the dummy. But Mrs. 
Maaargh motioned with a big hand for me to leave 
it on the floor. 

“Come here, Paul.” She had a gravelly voice. It 
sounded like she had marbles rolling around in her 
throat. 











heard sick groans from the kids behind 
me. But when I turned back, they all had 
their heads down, pretending not to be watching. 

Yuck. 

My arm tingled. It felt sticky and wet. 

Mrs. Maaargh let go of me. She grinned. Thick 
gobs of saliva clung to her teeth. 

“Tasty.” I think that’s what she said. 

My mouth dropped open in shock. I couldn’t be- 
lieve it. Did she just lick me? 

I just stood there, staring at her. 

She was so totally weird looking! She had the 
biggest head I've ever seen on a human. She had 
thick brown hair piled on top of it, with a pencil 
stuck through the top. 

She stared back at me with wet brown eyes. 
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pack beside me. The wooden desk was scratched 
and cracked. In one corner, someone had carved 
two words deep into the wood: HELP ME. 

I rubbed my finger over the words. And glanced 
to the front of the room. 

To my surprise, Mrs. Maaargh remained in the 
doorway. She hadn’t moved. Is she too big to get 
through the door? I wondered. 

“We'll start with our grammar homework 
today,” she announced. “Paul, I’m sure someone in 
the class will be happy to help you catch up.” 

With a grunt, she squeezed her body through 
the doorway. The red dress bounced up and down 
as she moved. Stand-up comics on TV always joke 
about a woman's dress being as big as a tent. But 
this dress really did look like a shiny red tent. 

Her chins bobbed. Her tall hair bounced and 
shook. 

And as Mrs. Maaargh walked to her desk, I 
heard a wet, smacking sound. SMACK. SMACK. 

Leaning across my desk, I lowered my eyes to 
the sound — and gasped. 

Mrs. Maaargh was barefoot! 

Her feet were juge! As big and puffy as pillows! 

They made disgusting, wet smacking noises 
against the wooden floor. 

“Ohhhbh.” I let out a low moan, watching those 
weird, bare feet. No toes! No toes! 

Instead, thick, shiny black claws curled out 
from the tops. 
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y heart beat hard against my chest. 

I turned my eyes to Celeste, then 
to Molly. Had they seen those disgusting feet? 

They sat very straight, eyes locked on Mrs. 
Maaargh’s face. 

I searched for Brad and found him in the front 
row. He was tapping a pencil on his desk, very ca- 
sual, pretending everything was okay. 

- I turned back to Mrs. Maaargh. I tried not to 
stare down at her feet. But I did. I couldn’t help it. 

“Well, what are you staring at?” Mrs. Maaargh 
demanded again. 

“Huh — me?” I could feel beads of sweat form 
on my forehead. “I’m staring at... nothing.” My 
voice came out in a choked whisper. 

Mrs. Maaargh shook her blobby head from 
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five rectangular white cards down from the top. A 
name on each card. The names of everyone in the 
class. 

Is it some kind of achievement chart? I won- 
dered. We had one of those in second grade. 
Everyone got gold or silver stars. 

Kind of babyish for sixth grade! 

“Paul, do you know what a bottom feeder is?” 
Mrs. Maaargh’s raspy baritone interrupted my 
thoughts. 

I gulped. “Well, in a lake or the ocean ...it’s a 
fish that swims along the bottom and eats things.” 
I wiped sweat off my forehead with the back of my 
hand. 

“Yes, that’s right.” Mrs. Maaargh grinned. “It 
isn’t good to be on the bottom — is it, class?” 

Some kids shook their heads. Some muttered, 
“N o.” 

“If you're on the bottom, you're going to be 
eaten!” Mrs. Maaargh exclaimed excitedly. 

I saw Molly grab her forehead, as if she had a 
bad headache. Beside her, Celeste covered her 
mouth with both hands. 

“Paul, you've come to a school where the stu- 
dents like to be on top,” Mrs. Maaargh continued. 
As she talked, she tapped the food chain chart 
with the pointer. “And in my class, everyone 
works really hard to stay on top.” 

She leaned forward, chins bobbing, wet eyes 
locked on me. “Because, guess what, Paul? 'ma 
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demanded. “Does something about me strike you 
funny?” 

“No —!” I cried. “But the food chain — 

“Yes? The food chain?” She smacked the pointer 
so hard against the chart, it split in two. Then she 
waved the broken pointer at me. 

“Swim as hard as you can, Paul,” she growled. 
“Swim as high as you can. Because after the talent 
show on the eighteenth, I’m going to see who is at 
the bottom of the food chain. And I'm going to pig 
out on whomever it is!” 

“Good deal!” I cried, laughing. “I'll bring the 
barbecue sauce!” 

No one laughed. What was wrong with these 
kids? That was funny! 

The whole thing was funny. 

Wasn't it? 

Celeste had a finger to her lips. She began mo- 
tioning frantically for me to shut up. 

But I wasn’t going to fall for this joke. No way. 

“Can we roast marshmallows afterwards?” I 
asked. 

Again, no laugh. No one even cracked a smile. 

These kids were good actors! 

Mrs. Maaargh bent over her desk. 1 could see 
that she was writing something. After a few sec- 
onds, she held it up. A white card. Printed on it 
was my name: PAUL PEREZ. 

“I put Velcro on the back of these so I can move 
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YoU COME TO MY HOUSE? I WOULD LOVE TO HAVE 
YOU FOR LUNCH! 

“Who would like to do this one?” she asked. 

Every hand in the class shot up. I couldn’t be- 
lieve it! Some kids raised both hands! 

“Pick me!” 

“Please — pick me!” 

Talk about teacher’s pets! 

“Paul, please approach the chalkboard,” Mrs. 
Maaargh growled. “Let's see if you can tell the dif- 
ference between subjects and verbs.” 

Why couldn't she pick on someone else? Every 
other kid in class wanted to go up there. Why pick 
on me? 

I hesitated. 

“Quickly now!” She slapped the chalkboard 
with her meaty fist. It left a wet, round stain on 
the board. 

I slowly stood and started to the front of the 
classroom. 

I could feel everyone’s eyes on me. Celeste 
flashed me a thumbs-up as I passed her desk. 

“Tf he messes up, call on me!” Brad called out. 

Great roommate! 

“No — call on me!” 

“No — me!” 

What was their problem? I guessed these kids 
just Loved to compete! 

“Here you go.” Mrs. Maaargh held out a piece of 
chalk. 
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wwwww!” Mrs. Maaargh opened 
her mouth in a howl of pain. 

I had stepped on her foot. 

My sneaker sank deep into the mushy flesh. I 
had to struggle to pull it out! 

I staggered back, bumping the chalkboard. 

She plopped into her chair and leaned over to 
examine her foot. With a low moan, she ran her 
fingers over the wet skin. 

“I'm — I’m sorry,” I stammered. “I didn’t mean 
to do that. I can’t help it. ’ma klutz.” 

Mrs. Maaargh lifted her head and gazed at me 
with those watery brown cow eyes. “You're off to 
a bad start,” she groaned. “Remember what I said 
about swimming as high and as hard as you can?” 

She stared down at her foot and rubbed it some 
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for these kids. They are really disgusting! Are 
they all so desperate for A’s that they have to act 
like total geeks? 

“J think that new guy should start at the bot- 
tom,” I heard a girl say. 

“Yes. Put him on the bottom,” another girl 


I couldn't stand to hear any more. The joke had 
gone far enough. It wasn’t funny anymore. And I 
planned to tell that to Mrs. Maaargh after lunch. 

Where was the lunchroom? I hated first days in 
a new school! I couldn’t find my shadow without 
someone helping me! 

Luckily, I spotted Molly and Celeste. I hurried 
to catch up to them. 

“Bad day, huh?” Celeste said, shaking her head. 
“Not great,” I agreed. “Mrs. Maaargh is so 
weird! Don’t you think —” 
“What are you complaining about?” Molly 
wailed. “Did you see where I am on the food chain? 
Second from the bottom. If I mess up my violin au- 
dition Sunday, I'm toast! I'll be that monster’s din- 
ner!” 

“Cut! Cut!” I cried. “Can we take a break? The 
joke is getting really tired.” 
“Joke?” Molly tilted her head and squinted at 
me. Her black bangs tilted too. “What joke? Paul, 

if you think she’s kidding —” 
I didn’t hear the rest. A group of boys across th 
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Marv squinted up at me. He had spaghetti sauce 
on his round cheeks. “You sure you want to sit 
here?” he asked. 

“Yeah,” I said. “Why not?” 

He shrugged. “Who's your teacher?” He took a 
noisy slurp from his milk container. 

“Mrs. Maaargh,” I told him. “And she’s totally 
weird.” I lowered my voice. “She says she’s a mon- 
ster.” 

“Tell me about it.” Marv rolled his eyes. 

“Did you ever have her?” I asked. 

“No way!” Marv picked up @ meatball in his 
hand and tossed it into his mouth, “I’m in Mr. 
Thomerson’s class,” he said, swallowing it without 
chewing. 

“You don’t know how lucky you are!” I declared. 
“Mrs. Maaargh doesn’t wear shoes — and she has 
the grossest feet I’ve ever seen.” 

Marv nodded. 

“Those feet are sickening,” I went on. “They 
look like water balloons. And they have curly, 
black claws growing out of them.” 

I spotted Celeste and Molly across the room. 
Celeste was waving at me, waving me over. 

Maybe a seat had opened up there. I started to 
get up. 

Then I changed my mind. I wanted to stay 
and talk to Marv. Find out more about him. 

Maybe find out if he knew anything about Mrs. 


Maaargh. 
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room away from Marv’s table. 
“What are you doing, Paul?” she demanded. 
“Why are you sitting with Mrs. Maaargh’s son?” — 








“Don’t worry,” Celeste said softly. “I’m sure 
Marv won’t say anything to his mother.” 

“What do you think?” I asked Molly. 

“I think Celeste is a terrible liar.” 

“You mean —?” 

She brushed back her black bangs. “Marv is 
very close with his mother. He’s probably telling 
her what you said right now!” 

“What am I going to do?” I wailed. 

Celeste bit her lip. She shook her head. “You're 
in major trouble. I tried to warn you.” 

Molly shrugged. “Maybe she’ll only move 
you down a few notches. Don’t worry. You 
won't slide down as far as me!” She sighed unhap- 
pily. 

“I know! I’ll go see Mrs. Maaargh right now!” I 
declared. “T’ll apologize to her — before Marv has 
a chance to tell her what I said about her.” 

“Do you really think that’s a good idea?” Celeste 
asked. “What if... ?” 

I didn’t give her a chance to finish. I took off 
down the hall. 

I had to get to the classroom fast. Before Marv 
had a chance to talk to his mother. 

What would I say? ‘ 

I'll think of something, I told myself. Mainly, 
have to apologize. 

I stopped outside the classroom door. 

I took a few deep breaths for courage. 
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And saw me! 

“Ohhhhh.” I let out a moan and sank back. 

“Paul!” Mrs. Maaargh cried. She held up the ~ 
cracker with the little white mouse head perched 
on it. “Paul — want an appetizer?” ; 
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She’s a monster, and she really is going to eat 
one of us. 

She’s a monster, and she already doesn’t like me. 
I stepped on her foot. L broke her claw. 

I told her son she was weird and ugly. 

I’m doomed. Doomed, I realized as I ran in panic 
through the long halls. Doomed — unless I can get 
out of here. 

Mom and Dad. 

Their faces flashed into my mind. 

When they hear that my teacher is a monster, 
they'll be here in an hour. 

No. No, they won't. 

They won't believe me. They'll say Paul is at it 
again, blaming his teacher for his problems. 

They'll say I have a bad attitude. They warn 
me to get along in this school. 

But how can I get along with a monster that’ 
going to slide me to the bottom of the food n 
and then put my head on a cracker and eat me? 

I have to make them believe me, 1 decid 
They have to get me out of here. 

I slowed to a walk. My heart pounded. 
mouth suddenly felt so dry, L couldn’t swallow. 

I searched for a pay phone. Any kind of phone 

Why hadn’t the other kids called for help? 
wondered. 

Molly, and Celeste, and Brad — and all the 
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perator? Hello?” I cried, my voice 
tiny and shrill. 

A recorded voice rang in my ear: “Please hang 
up. Students may make outgoing calls only on hol- 
idays.” 

“Huh? Holidays?” I gasped. “I won't live till the 
next holiday!” 

I’m going to be Mrs. Maaargh’s Thanksgiving 
turkey, I thought grimly. 

I hung up. Then I picked up the phone again and 
tried dialing our phone number at home. But the 
same recorded voice told me to hang up. 

I spun away, leaving the receiver dangling on its 
cord, the voice repeating its message over ang 
over. 

What am I going to do? I asked myself, strug- 





“We all wrote letters home,” Brad said. “But I 
think the school threw our letters out. Our par- 
ents didn’t answer them.” 

“We tried to tell Mr. Klane and some of the 
other teachers, but they didn’t believe us,” Ce- 
leste added. “They think we're making up wild 
stories just because Mrs. Maaargh is strange look- 
ing.” 

“We have to do something!” I pleaded with 
them. “We can’t just sit around here and do noth- 
ing! PLEASE!” 

Molly sighed. She shook her bangs off her eyes. 
She looked so frightened. Tears formed in her 
eyes. “The only thing we can do is make sure we're 
not at the bottom of the food chain,” she said 
softly. 

“We've got to really practice for the talent 
show,” Brad added. “You know, Mrs. Maaargh is 
holding the auditions Sunday afternoon.” 

“Sunday?” I gulped. “But I don’t have a talent! 
I mean, I don’t know what —” 

“We're all doing reports for extra credit,” Ce- 
leste told me. “You should start a report right 
away, Paul. And make sure it’s really good.” 

“A report?” I cried. “A report on what?” 

“And a science project,” Brad said. “We're all 
doing science projects for extra credit.” 

“But I just arrived!” I protested. “1 don’t know 
what to do!” 

Molly locked her dark eyes on mine. “If you 
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I checked my watch. The bell was about to i 
for class. But I didn’t care. This was more impo 
tant. 

I was saving a life. Probably mine. 

I stopped at a door marked CARING ACADEMY 
HEADMISTRESS. The door was closed. 

Struggling to catch my breath, I raised my hand 
and knocked on the glass. 

After a few seconds, a voice called, “Come in.” 

She’s in there! Thank goodness! I told myself. 

I took a deep breath. Grabbed the knob and 
pushed open the door. “You have to help me! 
gasped. 

“Help you? How?” The headmistress peered u 
from her desk. . 

And I opened my mouth in a shriek of horror. 
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Her stomach growled. So loud, I jumped. — 
sounded like the gurgle of a bathtub emptying. 
“1 — [| want to call my parents!” I blurted out. 
She shook her head. Her cheeks wiggled lik 
blubber. “It’s not a holiday,” she rasped. 
“You can’t do this!” I gasped. “It isn’t .. 
human!” 
That made her smile grow wider. “I’m no 
human,” she said. “I’m a monster.” 

“But — you can’t eat kids!” I shrieked. 

“I'm only eating one,” she replied. 

She slid her doughy hand under my chin. Her 
skin felt bumpy and damp. She brought her « 
close to mine. What was that smell on her breath’ 
Mouse? 

“You’re kind of skinny,” she whispered. “Have 
you been getting enough to eat?” 

“] — | —” I stammered. 

“Don’t be so tense, Paul,” she scolded. “Y 
won't taste as good if you’re tense.” 

“No!” I cried. “Let go!” 

I tried to back away. But she tightened her 1 
on my throat. And narrowed her cow eyes at me. 

“Why do I have such a strong feeling that it 
going to be you?” she demanded. 

“No —!” I gasped. “No — it won't! It won't 
me!” 

She let her huge hand slide off my throat. H : 
smile returned. “Work hard, Paul,” she said. “Wo 
hard and do your best. Maybe you'll surprise me.” 
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fter breakfast on Saturday morning, |} 
followed Molly, Celeste, and Brad t¢ 
the music room. They planned to practice for 
talent show auditions Sunday afternoon. 
“That Marv is such a pest,” Brad complained. 

I had just told them how Marv was trying to 
ten me up for his mother. “Did Marv try to give 
you fudge too?” I asked Brad. ; 

He shook his head as he clicked open his vi 
case, “No. | was practicing my violin piece y 
day,” Brad said. “Marv came into the music roor 
He wanted to try my violin.” 

Molly had her violin raised to her shoulder. She 
had started to tune it. “What did you do?” she 
asked Brad. “Did you let him try it?” 

“No way that little creep is getting his paws O1 
this!” Brad declared. “I kicked him out of here.” 
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When I turned back to my friends, I found all 
three of them studying me. “What about your tal- 
ent?” Celeste asked, peering at me over her eye- 
glasses. 

“Yes, What are you going to do, Paul?” Molly 
asked. 

I shrugged. “I don’t know. I stayed awake all 
last night thinking about it.” 

“And —?” Brad demanded. He scratched his 
spiky brown hair. 

“Well...maybe I'll tell jokes,” I said. “You 
know. Do a stand-up act.” 

“Bad idea,” Celeste replied. “If your jokes don’t 
make the audience laugh, Mrs. Maaargh will put 
you at the bottom of the chart for sure.” 

“Yeah. It’s too risky,” Brad agreed. 

“Then what am I going to do?” I cried shrilly. “I 
can’t sing like you, Celeste. And I don’t play a mu- 
sical instrument. And —” 

“T have an idea,” Molly cut in. “It’s a weird idea. 
But it’s an idea.” 

We all turned to her. She rested her violin in h 
lap. “Balloon animals,” she said. 

I squinted at her. “Excuse me?” 

“J just remembered my mom packed this box of 
balloons in my suitcase,” Molly explained. “T’ll be 
you could teach yourself how to make some 
balloon animals. And you could tell jokes w 
you make them.” 





As my eyes adjusted, I glimpsed the food nail 
chart at the front of the room. 

“Whooooa!” I let out a cry. My name had been 
moved down. Third from the bottom. Right above 
Molly and a boy named Peter Clarke. 

Why did she move me down so low? I wondered 
Because I refused to eat Marv’s fudge? Because fF 
tried to use the phone? 

Just because she doesn’t like me? 

“You're not going to get me,” I said out loud. 
won't let you.” 

I turned to leave. But something at the back of 
the room caught my eye. . 

The bunny cage. 

The door stood open wide. 

Where was the bunny? q 

I took a few steps toward the cage — and 
stopped. 

“Qhhhh.” I let out a sick moan when I saw the 
thing on the floor. 

At first, I thought it was a cotton ball. 

But as I stared down at it, I knew what it was. 

A fluffy white tail. 

A fluffy white rabbit tail. 

The bunny was gone. 

Eaten. 

Mrs. Maaargh was working her way up the food 
chain. 















































give it your best, people. Because I will be mov 
you up and down on the food chain today.” 

She looked straight at me when she mentione 
the food chain. And she licked her lips hung 
with that fat cow tongue. 

Celeste was called up first. She had a cassette 
with background music. She sang “My Favorite 
Things,” from The Sound of Music, and did a 
beautiful job. 

Mrs. Maaargh moved her up to second on 
food chain. 

Peter Clarke, the boy on the bottom of the 
chart, did his act next. He made different musi 
notes by opening his mouth and slapping himself 
on the head. He played “The Star Spangled Ban- 
ner” on his head. It sounded pretty good. 

Mrs. Maaargh moved him up four notches. That 
meant that Molly was at the bottom of the 
chart! 


The night before, I'd asked Molly how she got 
to be so low on the food chain. It was after dinner, 
and I was practicing making balloon animals as 
she rehearsed her violin number. 

“Mrs. Maaargh caught me trying to escape, — 
Molly explained. “It was two days after school 
started. I was so frightened! I climbed out a win- 
dow and tried to run down the hill.” 

Molly sighed. “But Mrs. Maaargh has video 
cameras all over the place. She caught me before T 
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She took a short bow and walked back to her 
seat. I could see that she was trembling. Sweat 
rolled down her forehead. 

“Very good, Molly,” Mrs. Maaargh said. “We 
have one more violinist to hear from. Then I'll de- 
cide which of you will play at the talent show.” 

“But — but —” Molly stammered. “Aren't you 
going to move me up on the food chain?” She 
pointed to her name at the very bottom. 

“No. I don’t think so,” Mrs. Maaargh said. 

“But why not?” Molly demanded. 

“No reason,” the teacher replied, crossing her 
blubbery arms in front of her yellow dress. 

“But that’s not fair!” Molly cried, her voice 
breaking. 

“Of course it isn’t fair,” Mrs. Maaargh snapped. 
“I'm a monster — remember?” 

A few kids muttered low protests. But most 
everyone stared straight ahead in silence. We all 
knew that Molly had gotten a bad break. But I 
don’t think anyone wanted to risk getting in trou- 
ble and taking her place at the bottom. 

Mrs. Maaargh called Brad next. “Let’s see who 
is the better violin player,” she said. She rubbed 
her doughy hands together. “I love a good compe- 
tition. It really makes me work up an appetite!” 

She laughed. She was the only one. 

I shoved my hands into my pockets to ke 
them from shaking. My mouth suddenly felt as dry 
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hhhhh.” 

Kids sitting near Brad moaned 
too. Their faces twisted in disgust. 

“Tt stinks!” someone cried. 

“Qh, it smells so bad!” a girl wailed. 

Brad staggered back from the case. He covered 
his nose and mouth with one hand. His eyes 
bulged in shock. He stared at the violin case as he 
backed away from it. 

“Wow!” I let out a ery as the disgusting odor 
floated to the back of the room. It was sharp 
sour. I held my breath, struggling to keep it out. 

Several kids leaped up from their seats and 
moved to the window. The chubby boy from mj 

row slid the window up and stuck his head outsid 
“T can’t breathe!” 
“It’s so awful!” 





——— 


“who would pour skunk scent into my violin?” he 


Mrs. Maaargh shrugged her broad shoulders. 
“Beats me,” she said. Then she raised the brown 


bottle of skunk scent to her lips, tipped back her 
head, and took a long drink. 
Kids groaned and cried out in disgust. More 
kids rushed for the window. 
“Yep, it’s skunk scent,” Mrs. Maaargh said, lick- 
ing her lips. 
Brad backed up till he was standing next to me 
at the back of the room. He kept swallowing hard, 












trying to keep from puking. 
“My violin...?” he murmured. “I can’t play 
now.” 


Mrs. Maaargh’s expression grew stern, angry. 
To my horror, she pointed an accusing finger — at 
me! 

“You are responsible for this!” she growled. 
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head. She raised a hand to his shoulder. “You'll be 
okay,” she whispered. “You'll find something else.” 

Brad hung his head. He didn’t reply. 

The whole room was still going nuts from the 
smell. Kids were choking and gagging. Pleading 
with Mrs. Maaargh to let them leave the room. 

“We still have many more acts to audition,” the 
monster insisted. “Get back to your seats, every- 
one.” 

She picked up the violin case and handed it to 
Brad. “Take this out of here. Then maybe the 
smell will go away.” ) 

Clamping his nose with one hand, Brad took the 
violin and, holding it out way in front of him, hur- 
ried from the room. 

“Paul will go next,” Mrs. Maaargh announced. 
“Seats, everyone! Seats!” 

Oh, no. This isn’t happening, I thought, shaking 
my head. How can I be so unlucky? The room still 
stinks. No one will be able to enjoy my act. 

And then I saw the grin on Mrs. Maaargh’s face. 
And I realized she had deliberately picked me to 
go next. 

I reached under my seat for the box of balloons. 
Not there. A sharp stab of panic shot through my 
chest. Then I remembered where I'd left them. 

“The balloons are in my room,” I told Mrs. 
Maaargh. “Can I run and get them?” 

She shrugged in reply. 

I took that as a yes. I jumped from my seat 
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took out a red balloon. “This is going to be | 
an aardvark,” I announced. 


A few kids chuckled. Several kids still covered — 
their noses and mouths. The skunk smell hung 
heavily over the room. 

“Now it might look like a poodle!” I declared. 
“But take my word for it, it’s an aardvark!” 

I placed the red balloon to my lips and blew. 

And blew. 

Nothing happened. The air fizzled through the 
balloon. But it didn’t inflate. 

“Ha-ha. Must be a hole in this one,” I said. 
tossed the balloon aside. “All part of the act. 
make it look harder.” 

A few kids chuckled. 

I glanced at Mrs. Maaargh. She had dropp 
into her wide desk chair. She leaned over the de 
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lights flashed in my eyes. The whole room ap- 
peared to tilt. 

I raised the balloon to my mouth and blew. 

Nothing. The air went right through it. 

I pulled it out of my mouth and examined it. 
“What’s going on? They can’t all have holes in 
them!” I cried. 

I spotted a tiny round hole at the tip of the bal- 
loon. 

I pulled out a handful of balloons. I examined 
them one by one. A tiny pinprick hole in each bal- 
loon! 

“They all have holes in them!” I cried. “Some- 
one poked a hole —” 

Mrs. Maaargh pulled herself up heavily to her 
feet. She sighed. “I think I’ve seen enough,” she 
growled. 

“But Mrs. Maaargh —!” I pleaded. “I can’t do 
my act. Someone poked holes in my balloons!” 

She tsk-tsked. Then she made her way over to 
the chart. 

My name card made a loud THWACK as 
pulled it off. She stuck the card below Brad’s, 
the bottom of the food chain. 

Then she turned to me, licking her lips. “Be s 
to eat your desserts, Paul,” she said. “I want 
nice and sweet.” 
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Molly nodded. She turned to me. “I saw him in 
the hall outside your room,” she said. “I'll bet he 
poked those holes in your balloons.” 

“Maybe,” I replied in a choked whisper. I didn’t 
feel like talking about it. I couldn't talk. I felt so 
angry and so terrified — at the same time. 

“What are you going to do, Brad?” Molly asked. 
“Do you have another talent? You've got to think 
of something.” 

“T used to do card tricks when I was little,” Brad 
replied, swallowing hard. “Maybe I'll work up a 
magic act.” 

We reached our room. I waved good-bye to 
Molly and slumped inside. 

I stopped just inside the doorway — and cried 
out. 

There on my dresser — resting on a white 
paper napkin — sat a large chunk of fudge! 

So it was Marv! Marv had been in my room. 
Marv had punctured all the balloons. 

He was still helping his mother. Still trying to 
fatten me up. . 

“You can't do this tome!” Ishrieked. “You can't! 

I grabbed the fudge and heaved it out the ope 
window. Then I threw myself onto the bed ar 
buried my face in the pillow. 


I met Molly and Celeste in the science lab 
dinner. They were working together on a proj 
for extra credit. i 
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eave me alone!” I screamed, my 
voice hoarse with terror. 


hind me. I was breathing hard, blood pulsing at 
my temples. 

Why is Marv doing this to me? I asked myself. I 
never did anything to him. Why is he so eager to 
help his mother? 

_ I turned and saw Brad sitting on the edge of his 
bed. He looked terrible. His hair had fallen down 
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growled. 
— I know,” I stammered. I swallowed hard. 
fad I ever been this nervous, this terrified in 


*A science project,” I told her. “I’ve been work- 
z on it for days. It’s a model. I did it for extra 













lace quivering. 
IT jumped. ae I pulled up the ene on oe 


PVE myself. 

She tapped her fat, doughy fingers on her desk. 
‘I carefully slid the model out from the box and 
set it on her desk. “Do you like it, Mrs. Maaargh?” 

She stared at it. Her watery eyes bulged. And 
her mouth ropes open in a startled gasp. 

“Ts... this ...ajoke?” she rasped. 
Huh? 
r arned and stared at the model. “Oh, no!” I 











I didn’t want to talk to her. I couldn’t face her 
now. She had tried to help me. But it was all a 
waste of time. 

A total waste. 

She and Celeste stared at me as I took off. I ran 
to my room and slammed the door. I threw myself 
on the bed. Then jumped up. Paced the room. 
Threw myself into a chair. Jumped up again. 

I didn’t know what to do with myself. 

“Whyyyyyyy meeeceece?” I howled. I slammed 
the wall with my fist. 

And suddenly I knew what I had to do. 

Escape. 

I had no other way to survive. 

My name was Lunch Meat. Mrs. Maaargh said 
so herself. I was too low to be on the food chain. 

Escape. It was my only chance. 

I knew Molly and the others had tried it. I re- 
membered that Molly had said it was impossible. 

But maybe I'd get lucky. Maybe I could sneak 
out of the building. Make my way down the steep 
hill. Find someone, someone who would listen to 
me. Someone who would believe me. Someone to 
come back to the school and rescue everyone else 
in the class. 

I rubbed my fist. It throbbed from slamming 
against the wall. But I hardly noticed it. 

I knew what I had to do. Escape. I had to try. 
After all, I had nothing to lose. 


* * * 
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eventually I was bound to find a house or a 
town — or somebody! 

I gasped as I heard footsteps approaching. 

I pulled my head in and closed the door. I spun 
around as two white-uniformed women ap- 
proached. 

“What are you doing back here?” one of them 
demanded, straightening her hair net. 

“Uh ...I got turned around,” I replied. “I was 
looking for the lunchroom.” 

“It’s that way,” she replied, pointing. “But 
you’re too late for breakfast and too early for 
lunch.” 

“Oh. Sorry,” I said. I took off down the hall. I 
could feel their eyes on my back as I hurried away. 

But I didn’t care about them. 

I was going to escape. I had found the way out. 
And I was going to take it. 


The next morning, a heavy rain spattered the 
room window. Thunder roared. 

I didn’t care. I figured the rain would make it 
harder for them to chase after me. 

_ I went to breakfast with Brad. I tried to act nor- 
mal. I tried to act as if nothing unusual was about 
to happen. 

I waved across the lunchroom to Molly and Ce- 
leste. I talked to Brad about my balloon animals. I 
pretended I was worried about the talent show. 

I wanted to tell him my plan. I wanted to tell 











A) hooooa!” 
I cried out as waves of rain 


battered me. I ducked my head and ran through 
walls of falling water. 

My shoes skidded over a narrow concrete drive- 
way. Puddles rose up over my ankles. I splashed 
up tall, cold waves as I ran. 

Onto tall grass now. The hill sloped down in 
front of me. 

But the rain came down so hard, it formed a 
solid curtain of water. I couldn’t see the bottom of 
the hill. Or the deep woods that stretched beyond 
it. 

I could barely see three feet in front of me! 

My feet kept skidding out from under me. I had 
to slow my pace. My drenched clothing clung to 
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hrough the thundering, gray sheets of 
rain, I could see a figure running toward 
me over the grass. I saw arms waving wildly. 

And again, the ery: “Paul — stop! Stop!” 

A flash of lightning made the sky brighter than 
day. And in that flash, I saw Molly’s frantic face, 
her wild eyes, her hands waving above her head. 

I had a strong urge to turn away and keep run- 





But she was beside me before I could move, 
gasping for breath, bending over, pressing her 
hands against the soaked knees of her jeans. 

“Paul —” she gasped. Her black bangs were 
drenched, matted to her forehead. “Where —?” 

“We can escape!” I cried, shouting over the roar 
of rain. “There’s no fence, Molly! Nothing to stop 
us!” 
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y heart actually skipped a beat. 
My mouth dropped open. “Really?” 
I gasped. 


She nodded and tugged me again. 

My parents? They were here? How did they 
know? How did they know I needed to be saved? 
That we all needed to be saved? 

Molly and I ran side by side, leaping over deep 
lakes of rainwater, slipping and skidding over the 
tall grass, up the hill. 

The ugly, dark school rose up in front of us. 
Lightning crackled between its black towers. 

We burst in through the back door, trailing 
rivers of water behind us. “Where are they?” I 
gasped. “Where?” 

Molly pointed. “I saw them standing in front. 








B. — but —” I sputtered. 

“Come to the teachers’ lounge,” 
Mrs. Maaargh said pleasantly. “We can have a 
nice, private chat.” She flashed me a sick smile. 

“Mom — listen to me!” I pleaded. 

Mrs. Maaargh’s bare feet smacked the floor as 
she led the way across the hall to the teachers’ 
lounge. 

“Paul, you’re drenched!” Mom exclaimed. “Why 
is your hair soaking wet?” 

“Well ... I tried —” 

“He tried to run away this morning,” Mrs. 
Maaargh cut in. 

Both of my parents let out startled gasps. 

“Yes. It’s true,” Mrs. Maaargh told them, click- 
ing on the light. “I told you, he seems very trou- 
bled.” 
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Maaargh rattled with that phony sweet smile. “I 
really must start class.” 

“Thank you for talking with us,” Dad replied, 
_ shaking her fat hand. 

“We know that Paul will try harder from now 
on,” Mom said, her eyes trained on me. 

“Paul, I hope you got the message here today,” 
Mrs. Maaargh said, grinning an ugly grin at me. 
“You know what?” She leaned close to me. “I’m 
going to let you perform first at the talent show . 
tomorrow.” 

“You're having a talent show?” Mom exclaimed. 
“How wonderful! I wish we could stay for it. What 
a wonderful school!” 

Mrs. Maaargh said good-bye again and lum- 
bered out the door. 

As soon as she was gone, I jumped up and 
turned to my parents. “How could you believe 
her?” I shrieked. “How could you believe her and 
not me?” 

“She seems like a very nice person,’ Mom 


“Paul, what exactly is your problem?” Dad de- 
manded. 

“She's a monster!” I shrieked. “A monster!” 

Dad scratched his head. “She is a little strange 
looking,” he admitted. He frowned at me. “But we 
brought you up never to judge people by their 
looks — remember?” 














had one last chance. 

I knew my situation was desperate. My 
parents had already been warned that I might dis- 
appear. Mrs. Maaargh was calling me “Lunch 
Meat” in front of everyone. 

But there is always one last chance — right? 

I stayed up all night practicing my act for the 
talent show. First I made Molly and Celeste 
watch. Then I returned to the room and forced 
Brad to watch me for hours. 

My balloon animals were awesome. They all 
agreed. They said they’d never seen anyone do a 
balloon armadillo before. And my balloon ele- 
phant, which took eight balloons to build, was in- 
credible! 

And I had very funny jokes to go with each ani- 

mal. 
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ditorium stage. Come when you receive this 
note, and we will get everything ready. 
Mrs. Maaargh 














I swallowed hard. My mouth suddenly felt dry 
as sand. I bent down and took a long drink from 
the water fountain outside the office. 
Then I hurried to my room to get my box of bal- 
loons. 
This is it! I told myself. This is my last chance to 
Save myself. 
I passed the lunchroom. Kids were still eating. I 
still didn’t feel hungry. I grabbed the balloons and 
made my way to the auditorium. 
I pulled open a door and stepped inside. To my 
surprise, the big auditorium was totally dark. The 
only light came from a yellow spotlight that threw 
a circle of light onto the center of the stage. 

I'll bet that’s where Mrs. Maaargh wants me to 
wait, I decided. 
My eyes searched the seats and then the stage. 
‘Where was she? 
My legs felt weak and trembly as I climbed onto 
the stage. I gripped the box of balloons tightly, as 
it were a life preserver. 
_ “Mrs. Maaargh?” I called, squinting into the 
ows backstage. “Mrs. Maaargh? I’m here!” 


ly voice echoed over the rows and rows of empty 
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6 circle me, her brown eyes studying me hungrily. 
yi . ; mined i 
ud, | jumped. It sounded like the gurgie of a bathtub 
/ 
n't do this” | gasped. “It isn’t...human!* 
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le grow wider. “I'm not human,” my new teacher soid. 
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